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THE BIOGRAPHICAL TRADITION OF THE PRESOCRATICS
The secondary evidence f o r  Presocrat ic  phi losophy has been the  sub jec t
of  much i nves t i ga t i on  and comment a n d  i t s  main cha rac te r i s t i cs  have been
f a i r l y  w e l l  establ ished.  T h e  l a t e  doxographers1 who were once t rea ted  as
independent a u t h o r i t i e s ,  a re  now known t o  have der ived many o f  t h e i r  repor ts
d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y  from the Physical  Opinions o f  Theophrastus. He i n
turn appears t o  have compiled h i s  work i n  l a rge  p a r t  f rom the i n t e rp re ta t i ons
and c r i t i c i s m s  o f  A r i s t o t l e .  T h i s  means no t  on ly  t h a t  t h e  doxographicel
t r a d i t i o n  has been l i m i t e d  i n  a  general way by the  quest ions t h a t  A r i s t o t l e
asks and by the  presupposit ions on which he seeks answers t o  them; i t  a lso
means t h a t  t he  d e t a i l s  o f  the t r a d i t i o n  must be sc ru t i n i zed  so t h a t  we may
know how f a r  the in f luence  o f  A r i s t o t l e  extends and hew f a r  Theophrastus and
the doxographers may have used evidence f rom o ther  sources.
One such d e t a i l  i s  the  l i n k  between phi losophers as  teacher and student .
Thales i s  sa id  t o  have been the teacher  o f  Anaximender. Anaximander i s  sa id
to have had two students.  O n e  o f  them, Anaximeness c a r r i e s  on Ion ian  monism
and i s  t h e  teacher o f  Anaxagoras0 who i s  the  teacher  o f  Archelaus, who i s  the
teacher o f  Socrates. Anaximenderts o t h e r  student,  Xenophanes, i s  s a i d  t o  have
been the  teacher  o f  Permenides w h o  i s  t he  teacher o f  Empedocles, Zeno, and
Leucippus. T h e  l a s t  o f  these i s  the  teacher  o f  Democritusl who i s  t he  teacher
of  Metrodorus. T h i s  i s  the  scheme presented i n  the  excerpts f rom the  Opinions
of Theophrastus; w i t h  some va r ia t i ons  and add i t ions  i t  i s  found throughout t he
doxographers. I t  provides the  framework f o r  modern h i s t o r i e s  o f  the  Presocrat ics;
and i t  has been used no t  on ly  t o  es tab l i sh  the  h i s t o r i c a l  r e l a t i onsh ip  between
ind i v idua l  phi losophers and schools, b u t  a lso  - -  when t h i s  r e l a t i onsh ip  has
been establ ished - -  t o  f i l l  i n  gaps i n  the  evidence f o r  the  phi losophers idoctr ines.

















